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THE SEDUCTION OF THE SOUTH SEA







Eroticism has loomed very large in the discourse on the South Pacific since the discovery of Tahiti in the late eighteenth century.​[1]​ Sensual reports of the island appeared in the travelogues of the first European visitors. On this island, life was simple and easy because of the fertility of the soil and the abundance of fish in the sea. The people were friendly and hospitable, sharing all pleasures of life with their unexpected European visitors. 
	Although the idyllic aspect of these reports has been discerned, this image of Tahiti has never been thoroughly analysed. Most words are spilled over the description of Tahiti as a sexual paradise. Following the example of Saïd’s Orientalism, historians and literary critics have shown how Tahiti is represented as the ‘heterosexual other’ of the European traveller.​[2]​ In these analyses the women of Tahiti are given a lot of attention. Their beauty and sensuality contribute after all to the image of the isle. In these analyses, however, they are merely mentioned as an aspect of ‘Tahiti’. The representation of women an sich has not been analysed.
	Moreover, the travelogues warrant an analysis of the representation of women. Herein, the descriptions of Tahitian culture are very distinct from that of the Tahitian women. The authors depict tribal customs as the opposite of Christian sexual morality, while they portray the women as suiting to European taste. As a consequence, the depiction of sexual practices is dominated by contrasts to European sexual mores. On the other hand, the portrayal of the women includes many similes to European images of femininity. Obviously, two distinct types of ‘othering’ are at work: in the first representation the European born and raised explorer comes to the fore, whereas in the second one a distinctly male gaze can be discerned. 
	To bring the specificity of the representation of the Tahitian women to the fore, a systematic analysis will be made of the descriptions of Tahitian customs  and those of the women. By comparing the passages on tribal practices with those on women, a difference in stylistic devices may come to the fore. This comparison may help to answer the question if references towards the erotic dominate every depiction of Tahitian women? Or, is this erotic imagery reserved for specific instances? From this, we may distil why references towards the erotic are used. In this way, we may learn why the European explorers have created the image of the sensuous Tahitian woman.
	Of all the travelogues about the Pacific from the late eighteenth century, those in French are the most eloquent and outspoken on all matters sexual. Therefore, I have chosen to study the texts of the French explorers Commerson and Bougainville. In their accounts of their joint voyage, the South Pacific is sketched as a site of pleasure for the very first time.
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